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Abstract 
 
The purpose of the present project is to explore refugees´ constructions and experiences of home in 
Denmark. Through a focus on objects and places and the sensory reactions generated upon these, 
we wish to reveal our interlocutors’ feelings of home. The project is based on a conduction of 
empirical data with five male refugees who have received residence permission in Denmark. The 
refugees´ experiences of home are investigated using a phenomenological approach. The project 
presents the refugees’ experience of home in Denmark. 
 
The empirical data has generated three theoretical concepts, which have served as important tools in 
understanding the refugees´ feeling of home: objects, places and sensation. Our empirical data has 
been analysed using these three theoretical concepts. Thereupon the analysis contains the 
investigation of the three categories; objects, places and sensations, expressed in the refugees´ 
everyday life. 
 
It is concluded in the project that the feeling of home is mobile and dynamic and not static. Even 
though the refugees identify their place of origin (Syria, Afghanistan and Iran) as their real home, 
they are not inclined to return back there under the conditions of war, since the notion of home (in 
these countries) paradoxically is connected with the concept of unsafety. 
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1. Introduction 
 
“I ask Malik where he lives, and he takes his shoulder up under his ears, waves with a hand 
in the direction of Fuglebakken station and answers me, “somewhere over there”. I look 
interrogatively at him and ask, “but what street do you live on?” 
Malik: “mmm….(looks in his phone), I don’t know, I don’t know what they call the street, I 
don’t know the name of it.” 
Observer: “You don’t know the name of the street you live on?” 
Malik: “No, I just know it’s over there.””  
- Field notes on Malik 
 
Malik is a new resident in Denmark.  Six years ago, Malik escaped his country of origin; Syria and 
came to Denmark as a refugee. His original plan was to go to Sweden but as he got stopped on the 
border of Denmark, he ended up applying for asylum there. Malik did not voluntarily choose to 
leave Syria, but as he had worked for the Kurdish organization PKK, he got in trouble with the 
Syrian state who ‘paid him a brutal visit’.  Malik’s story is an empirical example of a thematics on 
forced migration and displacement.    
     The quote above visualizes a tendency in forced migration and displacement, namely, that of the 
refugees’ experience of a distant feeling towards their physical home in their new settings. This 
expressed distance to their current home caught our attention, and we came to consider how this 
distance was generated as opposed to the the construction of belonging or creation of the feeling of 
home.  
     The quote above also shows how Malik, through his smartphone, searches for his address, in 
order to tell us where he lives. This made us wonder how objects were being used as tools to create 
a sense of home.  As Malik finds his address, he is able to express where he lives.  We found it 
interesting as we came to understand that objects, such as the smartphone, was used in terms of 
establishing a feeling to one’s home and we would like to argue that knowing one’s address serves 
to establish a relation to one’s home. When conducting the fieldwork it also appeared, that our 
interlocutors during their everyday routines have certain associations to home through other places, 
such as when visiting an Arabic supermarket with Elias, where he was communicating in Arabic 
with the workers in the shop, and buying Arabic bread. In this sense, objects serve as traces in 
certain places (Anderson, 2010: 5), which helped us realize that there is a continuity between 
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particular objects and places that help maintain a link between the past and the present. For 
instance, in Syria, Elias used to eat Arabic bread with his food. In Denmark, he is going to ethnic 
shops to buy this type of bread, and in this sense the bread symbolizes the continuity of how he 
maintains his past experiences in the present context, as it makes him feel more like home. 
While conducting the fieldwork, we developed an interest into how the construction of the feeling 
of home could be explored through the practices, actions, experiences (with objects, places and 
sensations) of the refugees.  
 
Important research has been conducted on forced migration and issues of displacement. This 
literature has effectively documented understandings of home between refugees living in new 
settlements around the world (Dam & Eyles, 2012; Taylor, 2013). Other academic work conceives 
of the focus of exploring relations, practice and collective identity and memory through tracing 
experiences and interaction through space and objects (Kaiser, 2008; Turan, 2012). Especially 
Dudley (2011) has been a huge inspiration for our ways to study feelings of home. She has shed 
light upon production and consumption of food and textiles and the contribution of such processes 
and bodily actions to the feeling of home. Her study is carried out between the Karenni refugees 
from Burma living in camps on the Thai border, and she has applied the study of senses as a way to 
demonstrate that refugees are not passive victims, but rather active agents (Dudley, 2011: 742).   
 
Our project has been inspired by Dudley’s focus on objects, senses and places, and we have used 
these concepts as ways of understanding feelings of home. However, our project differs in the time 
and location of our interlocutors, as we have chosen to focus on life after encampment in Denmark. 
Our project explores the feeling of home experienced by refugees settled in Denmark. Through a 
focus on objects and places and the sensational reactions towards these, we wish to reveal our 
interlocutors’ feelings of home. Our project, in this sense, contributes to the academic field research 
on the forced migration and displacement, with a slightly new perspective. We aim to have 
conducted a research that expresses the interconnectedness of objects, places and sensations, and 
investigates how refugees through these experiences attempt to create constructions of home in 
Denmark. We find it relevant to explore how refugees experience a feeling of home, as we are 
currently situated in a humanitarian refugee crisis affecting not only Denmark, but all the other 
countries to which refugees arrive in order to build a new life, after having fled from war and 
conflict.   
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Our problem statement is based upon this background, and focuses on exploring the refugees’ 
feeling of home through our three concepts, namely, places, objects and sensation. 
 
1.1 Problem statement 
 
How do men who have come to Denmark as refugees, search to create a notion/feeling of home 
through their experiences of objects, spaces and sensations?   
1.2 Research questions 
 
• How are certain objects used and experienced by our interlocutors to construct the feeling of 
home?  
• How are certain places used and experienced by our interlocutors to construct the feeling of 
home?  
• How do our interlocutor’s sensational experiences reveal their constructions of home? 
1.3 Outline of the project  
 
The project begins with an introduction to central concerns and interests, presenting the problem 
statement. Furthermore we are presenting background knowledge on refugees in order to 
understand the process of refugees´ arrival to the asylum camp. During the following chapters we 
will explore our problem statement through an ethnographic case study and life story interviews. 
In the project we wish to offer the reader an idea of how young, male refugees experience their 
home in Denmark, in order to understand how these refugees live in their home. Hopefully, this will 
give the reader an understanding of the way that refugees understand, explain and feel about the 
word home, connected to different objects and places in their life in Denmark. 
In the chapters of the phenomenological and the methodological approach we present our focus on 
the descriptions of lived experiences provided by the participant and offer a presentation of the 
methods chosen in order to conduct the research and reflections on the chosen methodology. 
Furthermore, the theoretical approach contains the description of objects, places and sensation and 
the contribution of these concepts to the feeling of home in Denmark. 
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In the chapter of analysis (chapter 6) we approach a nuanced notion of the concept home and 
thereafter explore how meaningful objects, spaces and sensations in the construction of home 
enhance understandings of the experience of refugees. In the first section we focus on how objects 
in the refugees’ life can give the refugee the feeling of home in a foreign place. Secondly, we focus 
on what and how the different places can provide a feeling of home for the refugees and what sort 
of places mean something to these refugees. Finally, in the analyses we explore the sensory aspects. 
Finally we will unfold our conclusions. 
 
2. Background concerning refugees in Denmark 
 
In January 2016 1.620 applications were submitted for asylum, in February about 800. The number 
has fallen compared to the previous months and especially November 2015 was unusually high with 
5.094 gross applications, which is the highest number ever in Denmark. In Denmark about 83 % 
receive asylum, which is one the highest percentages in Europe. The top five nationalities that seek 
asylum in Denmark right now is Syrians, Afghans, Stateless persons, Iraqis and Iranian. According 
to the refugee portal Refugees.dk 17.900 asylum seekers arrived to Denmark during the first 11 
months of 2015. In October 2015, Denmark received 3.600 refugees, which also appears to be the 
highest number ever. In 2015 800.000 refugees arrived to Europe, which seems to be four times 
more than in 2014 (Bendixen, 2015). 
 
2.1 The receiving process of the refugee in the communes 
 
From the 4th of May 2016 there are 84 existing asylum camps, including 6 (modtage/eller 
udrejsecentre), 16 children accommodation centres (børneindkvarteringscentre) and 2 care centers 
where there are  special accommodation for women. More centres can also look after different types 
of accommodation. Asylum seekers can moreover be accommodated in so called (udboliger) related 
to asylum centres if the asylum seekers fulfil the specific conditions. The asylum seekers are 
supposed to fulfil the conditions FN’s refugee convention contain to receive asylum. Instead 
refugees can also inform protection status in case they return to their home country and risk capital 
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punishment or subjected to torture. It is Danish immigration service’s (Udlændingestyrelsen) job to 
decide in which commune the refugee must be approved for and afterwards the commune will be 
informed when a refugee are rewarded to receive residence permit in Denmark. When it comes to 
the decision of where the given refugee has to live the Danish immigration service 
(Udlændingestyrelsen) take out of consideration for each concerned refugee’s personal and health 
related informations. To secure an even geographical distribution of new arrived refugees, the 
refugees are usually placed from annual provided commune allowances (Lindberg, 2015: 12). 
When the responsibility for a refugee is given to a specific commune, the receiving commune 
(modtagerkommunen) has the duty to organize a (modtagelsesindsats) by among other things to 
show a temporary or permanent home to the specific refugee(family). The period of receiving the 
refugees (modtagelsesperioden) is in general delimited to the first three months and include that 
refugees (families) in this period should be stabilized in order to live a normal everyday life. 
Including the should be introduced to the local society and their own rights and duties (LG Insight, 
2015: 14). 
 
The Danish integration policy is important when the refugee leaves the camp. In this case there will 
be used integration program that include the law of integration and when the specific refugee 
receive (introduktionsydelse). The integration program include employment offers through 
supervision and cooperative work experience. The refugees that do not receive 
(introduktionsydelse) should be offered Danish classes and classes on Danish society, culture, 
history etc. and provide the refugees with social benefits (Lindberg, 2015: 15). In other words, the 
communes in Denmark are responsible for the refugee’s successful integration. It is the 
responsibility of the commune who receives the refugees to integrate them. The integration program 
has the job to secure that the newly arrived refugees have the opportunity to integrate as soon as 
possible and in a most appropriate way in the Danish society. Furthermore it is important with these 
offers so that the refugees receive support in order to acquire the linguistic, cultural and 
professional qualifications, which is considered as a necessity to take part in the community life 
equal footing with the other citizens (Lindberg, 2015: 12). The results of how well integrated the 
new refugees are is measured in relation to whether the adults and children are attached to the 
labour market and the education system (LG Insight, 2015: 16). 
2.2 Introduction to permanent residence 
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Foreigners with a limited (temporary) residence permit given on the behalf of the asylum-, family 
reunification-, study- or work residence permit, can apply for permanent residence permit. To get 
permanent residence permit in Denmark the applicant has to be aged 18 years old and continuously 
fulfil the conditions for the limited (temporary) residence permit. Furthermore there are some 
conditions that should be fulfilled including that the seeker has lived in Denmark legally for 5 years. 
 
3. A Phenomenological Approach 
In order to explore how the study of meaningful objects, spaces and sensations in the constructions 
of home can enhance understandings of refugees coming to Denmark, the following project takes a 
phenomenological approach as our focus lies on the descriptions of lived experiences provided by 
the participants/ refugees upon which the research is based. Our interest is in “elucidating both that 
which appears and the manner in which appears” (Kerry, 2007: 219); that is, the way in which 
individuals tell the story of their experience from a subjective point of view as well as how in the 
everyday life context refugees actively try to create a sense of home in Denmark.  
Phenomenology focuses on the meanings that things have in our experience, that is, the way in 
which we experience things. Different types of experience such as memory, desire, embodied action 
and social activity and the ways they are structure are studied (The Stanford Encyclopaedia of 
Philosophy, 2013). By taking such approach, our intention is, as Jackson states: 
 
“[…] to do justice to the lived complexity of experience by avoiding those selective 
redescriptions, reductions, and generalization which claim to capture the essence of the 
lived in underlying rules or overachieving schemata”  
- Jackson, 1996: 8 
 
Exploring what it is to be a refugee not in terms of a category or legal status but rather from the 
subjective point of view of the refugees as they experience everyday life is where our focus lies.  
As Jackson reminds us in Things as They Are (1996); 
   
“[…] life stories can be told and must be told, if only to remind us that meaning takes shape 
the transitory, multiplex and phenomenal forms of particular lives”  
- Jackson, 1996: 23 
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Stories are not simply a representation of some other life or descriptions of pre-existing identities, 
they are part of a person’s life and through them identities are presented and positions are actively 
being constructed. Moreover, as Jackson states, “Phenomenology is less concerned with 
establishing what actually happened in the past than in exploring the past as a mode of present 
experience” (Jackson, 1996: 38). An individual actions, thoughts and feelings are environmentally, 
historically and socially situated. Storytelling reveals “[…] the struggle, negotiation and 
strategizing that lie at the heart of social life” (Jackson, 1996: 40), by offering us a glimpse into the 
projects, desires and intentions characterizing human existence through which prior conditions can 
come to be transformed or transcended. As Merleau-Ponty points out; 
 
“To be born is both to be born of the world and to be born into world. The world is already 
constituted, but also never completely constituted, in the first place we are acted upon, in 
the end we are open to an infinite number of possibilities”  
 
-  Merleau-Ponty as quoted in Jackson, 1996: 23 
 
Objects, events, places, emotions, desires and the self are addressed in a phenomenological 
approach in order to elucidate the meanings these things have in our experience and how through 
the description of them one can attempt to grasp the diversity of these experiences as they are lived 
(The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2013). Within the context of our research objects are 
not merely seen as mementoes carrying a sentimental value but as well as an extension of self and 
personhood while carrying the potential to be re-articulated to form the bases for social activity. 
Feeling at home doesn’t necessarily refer to a concrete space or static concept, but a complex 
feeling. As explained by Sandra Dudley in Feeling at Home: Producing and Consuming Things in 
Karen Refugee Camps on The Thai-Burma Border (2010), “attempting to feel at home is an 
essentially cultural process: an attempt to give meaning to experience” (Dudley, 2010: 743), 
attempt which is at the centre a of a phenomenological undertaking. Moreover, taking a focus on 
the meaning that things have in our experience allows us to study places, which can be thought as 
way of seeing, knowing and understanding the world.  
 
There is within the phenomenological method an aspiration for verisimilitude and as a consequence 
primary experience and secondary elaboration are place as equal as both are considered integral in 
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the undressing of how people manage the contingencies of life (Jackson, 1996: 42). As stated by 
David Parkin in Mementoes as transitional objects in human displacement (1999);  
 
“Refugees, whether living in camps or among the local populations to which they have 
migrated, re-create viable societies to the extent that they are allowed to do so by 
authorities and the availability of resources”. 
- Parkin, 1999: 304 
 
It is thus important to be aware of the relationship between how the story has been told, how the 
choices and demands available in the interactive situations have been constructed and how the story 
has been received by the researcher.  
 
4. Methodology 
As explained by Kerry in Qualitative Methods for Family Studies And Human Development (2007):  
“Every methodology, by virtue of its underlying assumptions and theoretical principles, approaches 
the analysis of data in a different way” (Kerry, 2007: 218). The following chapter offers a 
presentation of the methods chosen in order to conduct the research on how meaningful objects, 
spaces and sensations in the construction of home enhance the understandings of the experience of 
the refugees coming to Denmark. Moreover, a reflection/assessment on the chosen methodology 
and the positions and approaches that have been taken by us as researchers will be offered.  
 
We realize that other themes were important too – but we have chosen these three categories 
because we wanted to focus on the relationship between people and things, instead of focusing on 
the interpersonal relations that are commonly researched. Therefore, we wanted to explore the criss-
crossing between people and materiality, especially in the everyday life in the refugee context. By 
investigating the role of objects, places and sensory practices in the everyday activities of the 
refugees, we wanted to explore in what way the refugees make sense of their past experiences. In 
this way, our project aims to give an insight into the nuanced and detailed everyday ways in which 
refugees’ cultural customs and experiences are continued or are being changed in the context of 
displacement. To tackle this endeavour we decided to conduct fieldwork as: 
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“Fieldwork brings home to us the ontological priority of social existence, a fieldwork-based 
writing affirms that truth must not be seen as an unmasking which eclipses the appearance 
of the things unmasked but a form of disclosure which does it justice.” 
- Jackson, 1996: 4 
 
When conducting the fieldwork, choices are made regarding the selection of the interlocutors, the 
ways in which the fieldwork is conducted, as well as the ethical concerns regarding carrying out the 
research.  
 
4.1 Positioning the Interlocutors 
The selection of our interlocutors is based on certain criteria, such as the age group and migratory 
status. We have selected a group of five young single men. Our interlocutors are between 20 to 40 
years of age, they are single in the sense that they are neither married nor living with their families, 
and they have all received residence in Denmark.  
    Malik is 31 years old and has lived in Denmark for six years. He lived in a camp for 4 months 
and now lives in Copenhagen. He came to Denmark from Syria before the war in Syria started. He 
had to flee because he worked for the Kurdish PKK and got in conflict with the state. 
   David is 29 years old and has lived in Denmark for three years. He lived in a camp for two years 
before he got his residence ship, and now live in Holte. He fled to Denmark from Afghanistan 
because he worked for the Americans and by that got threatened by the Taliban.  
    Aran is 37 years old and has lived in Denmark for five years, whereas he spent four years in a 
camp. He now lives in Greve. Aran had to flee from Iran due to the Iranian regime’s oppression of 
the Kurdish people. 
    Elias is 28 years old and has lived in Denmark for three and a half years. He got his residence 
ship two years and 11 months ago and now lives in Slagelse. He fled to Denmark due to the war in 
Syria, as he did not want to fight.  
    Jacoub is 24 years old and has lived in Denmark for three years. He spent one year in a camp and 
now lives in Fårevejle. He had to flee due to the same reason as Elias. 
 
All of our interlocutors live in Denmark, but in different communes, respectively, Copenhagen, 
Slagelse, Greve, Holte and Fårevejle. Our interlocutors stem from different national backgrounds, 
as nationality has not been the leading criteria for our selection. One might argue that the selection 
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of interlocutors originating from the same country would have been more relevant, as conceptions 
of home might differ in different cultures. However, we have chosen to go beyond the 
methodological nationalism as we argue that in a globalized world it makes more sense to 
understand refugees as transnational agents (Wimmer & Schiller, 2002) as they have all travelled 
across several countries and the influences from these and the others in a globalized world 
contribute to their personal feelings regarding the concept of home.  Nonetheless, we are aware that  
 
“nationalism continues to make sense for different actors with different purposes and 
political implications” and that moving beyond methodological nationalism does not mean 
that we are discovering the ‘true’ understanding of the world” 
- Wimmer & Schiller, 2002: 326  
 
It is important to note that our interlocutors have been explored as individuals. Therefore, our 
conclusion will be based on the individual experiences regarding constructions of home through the 
eyes of single refugee men with  a residence permit in Denmark. The idea is to study them, as 
expressed by Jackson:  
 
“not as automatons programmed according to ’cultural’ rules or acting social roles, but 
as people going through life wondering what they should do, making mistakes, being 
opinionated, vacillating, trying to make themselves look good, enduring tragic  
personal losses, enjoying others, and finding moments of laughter.”  
- Jackson, 1996: 23 
 
We are aware that when basing an article on an individual’s experiences, we are not able to reach a 
conclusion on a general level. Our conclusions can, therefore, only be valid as examples of a 
selected group experiences, practices and understanding. However, our work, can open up the 
field  for further research.  
     The current condition of residence in a new place can also be seen as relevant when exploring 
sensations, objects and places. In this sense, one of the main criteria for the selection of our 
interlocutors has been that they are in the state of becoming permanent residents of Denmark. Even 
though our interlocutors have not been chosen on the basis of their age, the concept of youth is 
relevant in order to define this context. Youth is not understood as a biological age but rather as a 
position that one can possess as explained by Henrik Vigh: 
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“In studying young people we must, in other words, see youth as both a social being and 
social becoming: as a position in movement.”  
(Vigh, 2003; in Christiansen et al., 2006: 11) 
 
Youth is in this sense a travel to reach a position, and is relevant as our interlocutors are in a 
position of becoming residents of Denmark, as they have left their old position in their country of 
origin and are now searching the possibilities to position themselves in the Danish society.  In that 
sense a criteria has been that our interlocutors are situated in the state of becoming and, therefore, 
positioned as youth. In this context, we are aware that youth is a position that one can enter and 
leave in different situations (Christiansen et al, 2006: 12). Youth as a criterion for selecting our 
interlocutors is of interest, as moving to a new country means redefining one’s identity and the 
position in society - an assumption that has been exemplified during the fieldwork.  
 
Our interaction with the interlocutors has been facilitated by the different ‘gates’ or ‘gatekeepers’. 
Our observer has been spending time in a cross-cultural house located in Copenhagen, named 
Trampoline House where a lot of refugees gather. The house has functioned as a gate and within it a 
social network of refugees has been built and from within this network two of the interlocutors have 
been selected. The three other interlocutors are facilitated through a ‘gatekeeper’, who himself is a 
refugee - ‘Jamil’. He has facilitated introduction to the three other interlocutors. Moreover, it is 
important to note that our observer was already acquainted with four out of five participants that we 
employ in this research, the implications of which have been discussed further down.  
 
We are aware that we could have selected our interlocutors in a different way, for example, 
choosing women or families as our interlocutors, or people chosen on the basis of their living 
conditions, which might have given us another perspective on the feeling of home among the 
refugees. However, we found young men to be an interesting choice due to the negative and loaded 
focus in media and the society surrounding them. Events such as the harassment of women at the 
central station in Cologne or terror attacks in Paris have affected the debates on refugees coming to 
Denmark, especially, since the status of refugees has been attached to such events.  
 
In this project we have chosen to disguise the name of our participants, by giving them fictional 
names. We are aware that in order to maintain the authenticity of the research, fictional names of 
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the participants need to be selected (Olivier, 2010: 79). In order to ensure the credibility of our 
account, we have chosen to use the names of the same gender as those of our participants. All of the 
participants were asked whether they had any particular preference or desire concerning the name to 
be used, and their considerations have been taken into account. During the writing period of our 
research, we have maintained a list that contains the real names of our research participants as well 
as their coded names, in order to ensure remembering which participant is being discussed. Giving 
participants this possibility has made the exploration of the sensitive issues easier and the 
respondents have felt “relatively free to express their feelings in an objective manner“ (Olivier, 
2010: 78). The latter being said, we are also aware that even if by providing such an alternative the 
respondents might feel uninhibited, we as researchers cannot assure that their responses have not 
been influenced by the listener. In fact, when the respondents tell their narratives, ”they are agents 
and must always make choices about how they position themselves in relation to a wide range of 
competing and potentially contradictory discourses” (Kerry, 2007: 221).  
 
Moreover, the pictures of the participants performing different activities as well as those of their 
environment have been taken with their prior consent and have been included in the analysis as 
tools of visualization for the reader.  
 
4.2 Participant Observation 
In order to explore the refugee men’s feelings of home through places, objects and sensations, we 
decided to employ participant observation as one of the methodological strategies. Participant 
observation is defined by DeWalt & DeWalt as: 
 
“For anthropologists and social scientists, participant observation is a method in which a 
researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of a group of 
people as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines and 
their culture.” 
- DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011: 1 
 
Our observer has taken part in the activities performed by our interlocutors throughout one day of 
their lives. She has followed them during the day, observing and participating in their daily 
routines. Our observer has taken part in daily activities such as working in Netto, going to them 
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gym, going to the dentist, delivering pizza and visiting friends. However, it is important to note that 
the participants have, in some cases, acknowledged the presence of the observer and positioned her 
as  a guest, thus modifying some of the actions that they perform in their everyday practices.  
 
By conducting participant observations, the researcher is placed in the middle of the actions that 
happen in the community or in the individual’s life and this allows the observer to conduct data in 
the naturalized settings (ibid). Being placed in an individual’s life world generates a possibility to 
interact in it in order to understand what the person is experiencing, and at the same time to observe 
the individual's interaction, navigation, reactions and action. We have been able to observe how our 
participants use and react to objects, in ways which they might not be aware of, in this way creating 
an understanding of our participants’ relation to the objects surrounding them. We assume that we 
would not have been able to grasp such understandings by solely conducting interviews. Moreover, 
by actually being placed in the same circumstances as our interlocutors, we have been able to 
experience the atmosphere and the ways that our participants act and react in different places, for 
example, by observing their body language. We have reached an understanding of how our 
interlocutors’ physical surroundings affect their feeling of home. 
“Participant observation should be distinguished from both pure observation and pure 
participation” (Bernard, 2006 in Dewalt & Dewalt, 2011: 21). Our observer has searched to balance 
herself in the field between pure observation and the participation “going native” (DeWalt & 
DeWalt, 2011: 21-22). In some situations pure observation has been used as participation was not 
an option, for example, when observing Elias working in Netto. In other situations she has gone into 
pure participation, for example, when joining Aran in the gym. DeWalt and DeWalt define active 
participation as “…when the ethnographer engages in almost everything that other people are 
doing as means of trying to learn the cultural rules of behavior” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011: 23-24). 
Our observer has searched to actively take part in our participants’ actions during the day, but as 
DeWalt and DeWalt argue, “Determining the degree of participation and level of membership is 
sometimes done by the researcher and sometimes by the community” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2006: 
26). In some situations our observer has been forced to participate in the actions to a greater degree 
than she had intended to, for example, when she ended up showering in one of our participants 
homes, because she otherwise would have been view unhygienic by one of the participants. By 
constantly changing the level of her agency and interaction she has been able to conduct data from 
different positions. 
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Through participant observation we have reached an understanding of how our interlocutors’ 
physical surroundings affect their feeling of home by focusing on the way our participants navigate 
places, interact with objects and react through sensations. In that way our participants have selected 
and chosen what to share and in that sense have implemented their agenda in our project. Therefore, 
our conclusions have been affected by our participants’ idiosyncratic agendas.    
 
4.3 Sensory ethnography  
 
Our fieldwork has been inspired and based upon Sarah Pink’s ideas on sensory ethnography (Pink; 
2009: 3) by directing our attention to the senses such as vision, hearing, touch, smell and other 
bodily sensations. We have attempted to establish intimacy with the participants through, for 
example, sharing stories, communicating in their native language or eating together with them. Pink 
argues that the use of sensory ethnography reveals new layers of understanding:  
 
“The results are inspiring new layers of knowing, which, when interrogated theoretically, 
can challenge, contribute to and shift understandings conventional to written scholarship.”  
- Pink, 2009: 33 
 
For instance it has been possible to reveal our participants feelings connected to a place through 
their body language, as shown in the following description from our field notes of Aran in the train, 
where through his body language he expresses that he feels awkward and out of place:  
 
“Aran’s eyes run across the train as he searches for me. His eyes take another round and 
then I wave and smile from my seat. He smiles fast at me, but then looks stressed at the 
other bikes, considering if there is any possibility to get his bike through the crowd to the 
other end of the wagon where I’m sitting. He tries to move his bike a tiny bit, but loses 
balance, as the train shakes while moving from one track to another. He catches the ground 
again, but his body is still not in balance and swings from one side to the other. His legs 
automatically lift from the ground and his body bumps into the grey box, used for 
wheelchairs when they have to get out of the train. His bike falls over him. He pushes his 
hand against the box and pull his body up. He stands straight, finally catching his balance 
and straightens his bag. He then looks at me and smiles. I stand up and walk over to him. “ 
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- Field notes on Aran 
 
Sensory ethnography has shown to be a useful strategy when exploring the interconnectedness 
between objects, places and senses, as an alternative way to understand what feelings of home are 
generated upon these relations. 
 
4.3 Life Story Interview 
A life story interview of each participant has been conducted in order to explore our interlocutors’ 
life-experience and the notion of home. The interviews were semi-structured, as defined by Steinar 
Kvale: 
“For the semi-structured type of interview discussed here, the guide will include an outline 
of topics to be covered, with suggested questions. It will depend on the particular study 
whether the questions and their sequence are strictly pre-determined and binding on the 
interviewers, or whether it is the interviewers’ judgment and tact that decides how closely to 
stick to the guide and how much to follow up the interviewees’ answers and the new 
directions they may open up.”  
- Kvale, 2009: 130 
The interviews have been framed in accordance to Steinar Kvale’s seven stages of interview 
inquiry: Thematising, Designing, Interviewing, Transcribing, Analysing, Verifying and 
Reporting   (Kvale, 2009: 102). 
An examination of relevant subject fields, based on the problem statement, formed the structure of 
the interview, while we left a space for questions that appeared in the context to their answers, or 
had appeared during the day of observation, or other themes that our participants reflected on 
during the interview. The questions were focused on our participants’ experiences of home through 
the concrete questions on how they experienced and used objects and spaces. The interview guide 
was shaped in a chronological structure, tracing our participants’ experiences of home from the past 
to the present, and ended up in aspirations and dreams of their future homes. Our plan was to 
conduct five interviews, that is, one with each of the interlocutors; however, one of our interlocutors 
was not available to get in touch with at the time designed for conducting the interviews, therefore, 
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only four interviews (instead of five) have been conducted. According to Kvale, the interviewers 
have sought to ask both concrete and open questions: 
 
“The interviewees will want to have a grasp of the interviewer before they allow themselves 
to talk freely and expose their experiences and feelings to a stranger.”  
- Kvale, 2009: 128 
 
Our interviews have all been conducted after a day of participation with each of the interlocutors, as 
the trust relations during the day had the effect of opening up our interlocutors and allowed them to 
speak more freely with the observer. Furthermore, our participants have themselves chosen the 
place for the interview and in that sense they have been able to speak in rather ‘safe’ 
circumstances.  Our interviewer has beforehand explained the focus of the interview, and given the 
possibility to deny answering certain questions that seemed uncomfortable for the interviewees and 
has also given the possibility to edit in the interviews afterwards.  However, none of the participants 
has used any of these options. The interviewer has attempted to ask both concrete and open 
questions, in order get concrete and reflected answers. For instance, instead of asking, “What do you 
normally do throughout a day?”, our interviewer has asked; “What did you do yesterday?”, in this 
way our participants can easier relate to and answer to the question. Furthermore, the interviewer 
has asked Follow-up and Specifying questions (Kvale, 2009: 135), in order to get a deeper 
explanation of the answer. 
     When conducting the interviews with our participants, it has been essential to reflect upon the 
language, as the participants had different levels of language skills used for the interviews. One 
interview was conducted in English, while the rest were conducted in Danish. The choice whether 
to interview in English or Danish was based upon the language spoken by the participant. Three of 
the interviews were conducted in Danish, but as several of the participants’ mother tongue was 
Arabic, a use of Arabic words has been implemented in the interviews, both from the interviewer 
and the interviewee’s side (as our interviewer is familiar with the Arabic language). This aspect has 
provided an opportunity to communicate with more nuanced concepts as well as providing the 
interviewees with the possibility to express themselves through the language that they feel more 
comfortable to communicate in. The interviews were sound-recorded and transcribed into a separate 
document.  
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4.4 Position as researcher 
 
The way in which we as researchers align ourselves has a profound implication for how we conduct 
our analysis. In Things as They Are (1996), Michael Jackson states that:  
 
“To shift our focus from the privileged world of detached intellectual activity to the 
often underprivileged domains of the lived world is to reconstitute our notion of 
knowledge as something urgently of and for the world rather than something about 
the world.” 
  - Jackson, 1996: 37 
 
This quote expresses the viewpoint or the position that we as researchers intend to adopt. We are 
aware that our observer has stepped into our interlocutors’ life worlds and, thus, most possibly has 
affected their behaviour. This factor has been experienced when our researcher was invited to 
several interlocutors’ home as guest, where some of them have welcomed her for dinner, and made 
an effort to make her feel comfortable. We have, therefore, been concerned with our observer’s 
appearance during the collection of the empirical data. Our observer’s presence has affected our 
participants’ actions and reactions during the day she observed them, and this aspect will be taken 
into consideration as having affected our conclusion. As mentioned before, the position of the 
researcher has both been decided by us when reflecting upon how actively we wanted our 
researcher to take part in the events and actions concerning the interlocutors, and also by the 
interlocutors themselves, as they were in the possession of the power to include or exclude our 
researcher from the different actions and events. Our researcher has had a short time to build a 
relation of trust to our interlocutors, as only one day was set up to conduct the necessary data with 
each of the participants. Therefore, we decided that she should take an active position, that is, 
taking part in the same actions as the interlocutors, such as going to the gym, cooking food together, 
or going for a walk. In that way we attempted to position her as a friendly and curious individual, 
willing to exchange personal stories and reflections. Most of our interlocutors positioned our 
researcher as their guest by, for instance, cooking for her or insisting to pay her drinks at a café.  In 
three interview cases, our researcher used Arabic as a means of communication in order to build a 
common understanding between them, which resulted in a perceived minimization of a feeling of 
being a stranger. Additionally, the use of Arabic generated a feeling of being understood and a 
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feeling of safety in the communication process. For instance, Elias was nervous prior to being able 
to express himself in Arabic; however, throughout the interview that made use of several Arabic 
expressions, he gradually felt more safe and, therefore, expressed himself in a more detailed and 
reflecting way. Another example, concerning Elias, is from his working place in Netto, where our 
researcher observed his frustrated reaction towards the customers that were asking for help without 
receiving the desired response from Elias. With the help from our researcher, he was more able to 
help the customers and, therefore, gained a certain respect and trust towards her, since the ability to 
avoid frustrating situations furthered Elias’ sympathy towards our observer. 
     The gender of our observer (female) has also had an effect on what the interlocutors have chosen 
to share with her (for instance, Elias’ toy animals that he chose to show to our observer even though 
he might not have done it if the interviewer had been a male. These toy figures had a deep meaning 
for him but he had hidden them away in a wardrobe, so that his friends would not see them). 
DeWalt and DeWalt state that in some situations it is easier for women to access certain aspects of 
men’s lived world than it is for men (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011: 99-100). On the other hand, our 
interlocutors have also excluded her from certain events that might have a basis in the gendered 
reason (such as in David’s home, when he did not accept the invitation to smoke water pipe with a 
group of young men he lived with in order to stay alone with the observer and to complete the 
interview with her). 
 
To conclude, it is significant to mention the advantage of carrying out our fieldwork in different 
places, as opposed to having the semi-structured interviews as the only means of gathering the data. 
The opportunity to meet and experience our interlocutors in different places has contributed both to 
the enrichment of the data as well as gaining trust from the interlocutors.  
 
 
5. Theoretical Framework 
5.1 Choice of theory  
 
As stated by Kerry in Analytical Strategies (2007), “theory is by nature a form of explanation that 
goes beyond description and involves the construction of categories, properties, and their 
relationship” (Kerry, 2007: 214). This project concentrates on objects, places and sensations and 
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the contribution of these aspects to the feeling of home for refugees in Denmark. In order to cope in 
the place of residence, far away from the place of origin, people undertake activities to relate to the 
particular place. By looking at the refugees’ everyday practices, routines, activities (such as 
cooking, eating or exercising) and diverse attachments, we examine the possible associations that 
these actions and objects have with the notion of home and with the idea of a foreign place 
becoming home. We argue that a focus on the sensory aspects of these practices can reveal ‘how it 
feels to be a refugee, in a physical sense: to be out of one’s familiar place and ecology, seeking 
actively to bring about a sense of being ‘at home’’ (Dudley, 2010: 742). It can be argued that in the 
context of displacement, when people are forced to leave home and settle down in a foreign place, 
the ‘forced migrants’ connections with the physical world of places, objects and other people of 
which they are a part’ (ibid.) inevitably changes and they need to make an effort to create a sense of 
home anew or re-create the sense of home as a continuation to their pre-displacement past. Our 
emphasis on this aspect of the ‘forced migration’ (ibid.) differs from the more common emphasis on 
the refugee policies or integration issues and allows to explore the ways how the refugees make 
meaning in the new circumstances, after the severe separation from their home country. 
Furthermore, this specific focus also allows to highlight the ‘local agency’ (ibid.) and suggests that 
refugees are not ‘passive victims, but active agents’ (ibid.) doing their best to cope in the new 
circumstances.  
 
5.2 Home 
 
In order to approach a more nuanced notion of home, we will use the framework developed by Ida 
Wentzel Winther who divides the concept of home into four elements: 1) the home (as place), 2) 
home (as an idea), 3) to feel at home (a feeling of being at home), and 4) ‘homing’ (tactics of 
establishing the home-feeling) (Winther, 2010: 265). In the analysis section we will mainly focus 
on the last two categories (‘to feel at home’ and ‘homing’); that is, examining our interlocutors’ 
tactics of constructing the feeling of home. 
 
The home (as place) is understood as the concrete material place, inhabited by people who perform 
their daily activities (for instance, eating, sleeping, showering) in this space. While different 
individuals might have quite distinctive ways to lead their lives in particular homes, the way the 
concept of home is understood is always influenced by the idea of home (Winther, 2006: 186). 
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Applying this notion to our research, we will examine the particular ways that our interlocutors 
have furnished and decorated their homes, and pay attention to what everyday practices take place 
in the space that they define as home.  
 
Home (as an idea) expresses the abstract understanding of what home is (as opposed to the concept 
of the concrete place described above). This general understanding is connected to the particular 
cultural ways of perceiving the domestic realm; in this way, it is not one idea but ‘multiple ideas 
with a number of normative demands attached to them’ (Winther, 2010: 266). Thus, it is significant 
to realize the different concepts of home that we, as researchers, share and which might diverge 
from the ones shared by our interlocutors.  
 
To feel at home often occurs in places and spaces that seem recognizable or familiar. It is also a 
feeling that is attained, for instance, by making the unknown known and by repeating certain 
patterns, for instance, frequently attending a certain place (Winther, 2006: 189). Even though, 
feeling at home usually has a connection to a particular space, it can also exist without necessarily 
being bound to a certain place. For instance, it can mark a mood that is embedded in ‘an idea, in the 
body, or in the language’ (Winther, 2010: 266); thus, an individual can carry the mood of 
homeliness along, without having it tied to a concrete space. Ida Winther stresses the dynamics and 
mobility of the feeling of home, emphasizing that is not a static concept but a complex feeling that 
has its base in a ‘mixture of restlessness, homelessness and homeliness’ (ibid.). For example, a 
family can retain the feeling of home even though they are visiting another country or moving to a 
new home – even though their mobility implies a movement away from the place they reside in, 
they might still be able to feel at home at a hotel room, since the people they associate the feeling of 
home with, travel along (Winther, 2006: 188). In the context of our research, it is worthwhile to 
examine the refugees’ experiences of not feeling at home and what aspects influence the mood of 
feeling at home or not at home.  
 
‘Homing’ describes the activity that we do to achieve comfort and to feel more at home. In this way 
it functions as tactics to ‘home’ a place that is not originally the individual’s home. However, it is 
important to point out that it requires a willingness to ‘home’ a place; that is, it does not happen 
mechanically. ‘Homing’ is an individual undertaking and relationship, even though many of us 
might use the same tactics in ‘performing’ homing activities (the ways we transform the unknown 
into something more familiar), such as packing out one’s personal items, hanging clothes in the 
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wardrobe or placing one’s shoes at the entrance In other words, the tactics is to leave the traces, in 
this way creating domestication of an unfamiliar territory and, consequently, making the foreign 
space feel like home (ibid.: 190). In the conversations with our interlocutors, we have attempted to 
examine what activities they take on themselves in order to feel more at home. We have inquired 
about different practices and routines, both inside and outside of their physical home, such as 
cooking, watching the television, receiving guests, as well as observing whether they attach a 
particular importance to objects or traditions that might make them feel more at home.  
 
The last two categories (‘to feel at home’ and ‘homing’) are especially important when trying to 
understand the refugees’ approach to home, since these two notions are applicable to the ‘mobile 
life beyond the traditional notion of home’ (Winther, 2010: 266) that the refugees can be said to 
manifest. We have used Ida Winther’s four categorizations of the notion ‘home’ in framing the 
interview questions and her theoretical framework will be taken into account when analyzing the 
refugees’ narratives.   
 
5.3 Place 
 
In his book Place: A Short Introduction (2013), Tim Cresswell explores the arbitrary term place in 
connection to the different disciplines and, thereby, different connotations of the word. He deals 
with the conceptual problems of thinking about place through the history of human geography. As 
he underlines throughout his book, place is not merely a fixed point from and of which we can 
make research, descriptions etc. Place is in itself a part of the way we see, research and write 
(Cresswell, 2013: 15). This means that different theories on place, leads different writers to look at 
different aspects of the world, and place is, thereby, inherited in the research itself. As the project 
takes its focus from that of (human) cultural geography, we are going to investigate our 
interlocutors’ interactions with place and non-human activities. In his book Understanding Place 
(2010), Jon Anderson unfolds the geographical field of research as existing anywhere with human 
(and non-human) activities in any place or area, at any scale (the Earth, a street, a room etc.) 
(Anderson, 2010: 3). Cultural geography seeks to explore the connections between culture and 
context and does so by identifying that “the product of the intersection between context and culture 
is place” (Anderson, 2010: 3). 
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    Tim Cresswell argues that the term place has many different meanings attached to it, and that 
place is often used as a common expression in the everyday life: ‘Would you like to come to my 
place?’ (Cresswell, 2013: 2). According to him, many common-sense understandings of place exist 
as being small but not too small, like a neighbourhood, village or a city (Cresswell, 2013: 11). But 
places can also be a room or an object; they are more than just locations. Places are meaningful 
locations and a way of seeing, knowing and understanding the world (Cresswell, 2013: 7-11). This 
is where place differs from space. Space can be understood as ‘a fact of life’ and a realm without 
meaning. A landscape is space (we are outside of it, looking at it), whereas place is defined as being 
in it (Cresswell, 2013: 11). As Lippard puts it: “if space is where culture is lived, the place is a 
result of their union” (Quote by Lippard, 1997, in Anderson, 2010: 37). Places are a product of 
cultural practices and everyday practices (Cresswell, 2013: 82). Therefore, places are always in 
process and are not finished products.  
 
According to Anderson, places are constituted of traces, which are marks and remnants left in 
place. These traces can be both material (e.g. buildings and signs) and non-material (e.g. emotions 
and activities) (Anderson, 2010: 5). The production of traces is constant which makes the meaning 
and identity of places dynamic and fluid. Therefore, Anderson argues, places should be seen as 
ongoing compositions of traces (Anderson, 2010: 5). Traces are never neutral, but contain different 
notions on how the world ought to be. As these traces, material and non-material, are changeable 
over time and from person to person, places are never fixed, but change constantly (Anderson, 
2010: 8). In the analysis, traces will be used as a way of investigating the significance of different 
places.  
5.3.1 Knowing (your) place 
In his chapter Knowing (your) place Anderson outlines different definitions and understandings of 
place and connects it to the human tracings of community and belonging (Anderson, 2010: 11). 
Places are both the message and the medium of cultural life (Anderson, 2010: 37). Places are thus 
filled with cultural meaning and the way you can feel out-of-place or being told that you should 
‘know your place’ makes a place an important part of understanding who we are, in what context 
we are and where we fit in (Anderson, 2010: 37). Thereby place is strongly connected to identity, 
which will be elaborated on further down. Anderson refers to Agnew and Duncan who have 
Project:	  Refugees’	  feeling	  of	   	  Cultural	  Encounters	   Spring	  2016	  home	  in	  Denmark	  	  	   	  
	   26	  
established three basic parts of the term place: location, locale and sense of place (Anderson, 2010: 
39).  
Location refers to space as an ‘objective’ form of space which entails distances and can be defined 
by lines of latitude or longitude (Anderson, 2010: 39). Location might seem straightforwardly two-
dimensional, but location is an important factor in our lives: Is it a safe location? A beautiful 
location? Is the location right for opening a specific shop (ibid.)?  
 
Locale refers to: “The built, natural, and social environment generated by cultural relations (…)” 
(Anderson, 2010: 39). It is the mix of all the traces that come together in one place, and locale, 
therefore, provides the setting in which everyday routines and interaction happens (ibid.). In the 
context of locale, an analytical point might be how different material (objects, clothes, furniture) 
and non-material (emotions, rituals, language) practices define and are associated with (your) place 
(ibid.). 
 
The sense of place covers the emotional, affective and experiential trace that link people to certain 
environments. This is where humans, culture and environment are united together (Anderson, 2010: 
39). Anderson argues that we can be connected and attached to places in all sorts of ways: 
religiously, genealogically, or due to rituals (ibid.). He connects this to the feeling of being 
homesick and longing for ‘our own place’, to which we experience a certain emotional connection 
(Anderson, 2010: 40). As mentioned earlier, place is connected to who we are as people, to our 
identity as such. People do not merely locate themselves; they define themselves through a sense of 
place (Anderson, 2010: 41). In relation to this, Anderson claims that when you are asked to tell 
about yourself, you would often mention the place you live, where you grew up, where you play 
sports etc. (Anderson, 2010: 41). Casey explores this relation between identity and place as 
conflated: 
 
“We can no longer distinguish neatly between physical and personal identity . . . place is 
regarded as constitutive of one’s sense of self . . . The relationship between self and place is 
not just once of reciprocal influence . . . but also, more radically, of constitutive 
coingredience: each is essential to the being of the other. In effect, there is no place without 
self and no self without place”  
- Anderson, 2010: 41, quote by Casey, 2001 
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A person-place relationship is thereby developed through the inhabiting of places and the everyday 
practices that follow. The idea you have of yourself can be resting upon the places you connect to 
certain parts of your life and thereby who you are is connected to where you are (Anderson, 2010: 
41). 
 
Extendedly, traces of these three different parts of the term place provide us with a sense of 
belonging, or not belonging, to a specific geographical site (Anderson, 2010: 41). Anderson further 
argues that places are culturally ordered by traces, because the effect of certain traces includes 
some while excluding others from the place (Anderson, 2010: 42). This order can be created using 
signs, laws etc., which make it clear who is welcome and who is not. These trace uphold the order, 
whilst barriers, frontiers, walls etc. support this order by: “(…) physically imposing limits to 
movement, people, and places” (Anderson, 2010: 42). This dual process, Anderson defines as a 
(b)ordering process, which imposes an attempt to control and define the identity of place 
(Anderson, 2010: 51). This creates the ‘us’ and the ‘other’ identity, which, depending on which side 
of the bordering trace you are on, comes to define who you are (Anderson, 2010: 46). Thus, place is 
a carrier of normativity and is used to withhold normality. People without place are seen as a threat 
of the most fundamental forms of order as they are often viewed as without destination and location 
(Cresswell, 2013: 111). This is easily linked to the case of refugees, where place seem to be an 
especially important factor: “Refugees are not simply people who are moving to escape persecution 
but people who are constituted by their displacement” (Cresswell, 2013: 122). 
5.3.2 Place as home 
As place has now, to some extent, been defined as a space which people have given meaning, home 
seems to be a great and intense example. Home is a place where people feel attachments and 
experiences as the centre of meaning: “The creation and making of places should be seen as the 
production of a certain kind of homeliness”. (Cresswell, 2013: 24). Cresswell argues that the place 
home is private and intimate and that it is a place to withdraw from the ‘outer world’. However, he 
asks a question, what happens with people-without-place, such as the refugee or the homeless 
(Cresswell, 2013: 109)? He continues: “Home is where you can be yourself. In this sense home acts 
as a kind of metaphor for place in general” (Cresswell, 2013: 24). In this sense, home is not fixed 
to a specific location but represents a limited space, where one is, to some degree, able to control 
what happens. Home, however, is more complex in relation to people who are without place. The 
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homeless are not attached to one specific place as their home (Cresswell, 2013: 109). The refugee is 
forced to move away from home to a new location, chosen by the state of the receiving country. 
However, this does not imply that (s)he does not feel at home somewhere (s)he once lived or grew 
up. An individual can have multiple homes to which they are stronger or weaker attached 
(Cresswell, 2013: 116). In this sense, home becomes a place of memory more than an actual 
physical place one lives in and makes it their own (Cresswell, 2013: 117). People are therefore 
capable of feeling homeless even though they have a place to live. Homelessness only exists as the 
opposite of the product of the idea of ‘home’ as a specific kind of place (Cresswell, 2013: 115). 
Therefore, we often connote the word ‘homelessness’ with the lack of housing when it can also be 
an existential homelessness as a result of displacement (ibid.).  
 
5.3.3 Place polygamy 
According to Helen Taylor, researcher in refugee studies, refugees are, to put it crudely, defined by 
the loss of home (Taylor, 2013: 130). While the reasons and circumstances that have led to the 
migration of individuals may differ considerably, it can be argued that the refugees ‘have been 
forced to leave their home and find another one, either temporarily or permanently’ (ibid.). Social 
theorist Ulrich Beck, however, argues that instead of viewing the displacement of the refugees as 
associated with the loss of home, it might be worthwhile to consider them exhibiting a sense of 
place polygamy, namely, a sense of belonging to multiple places (Beck in Cheng, 2005: 141). 
Place polygamy can be described as an attachment to ‘several places at once, belonging in different 
worlds’ (Hawkinson, 2008: 59), especially to the place of origin and the place of residence, instead 
of perceiving ‘the home country and the host society as an either-or dichotomy’ (ibid.). As Helen 
Taylor puts it, the either-or distinction, or the preoccupation with determining whether the refugees 
primarily belong to a ‘home’ or a ‘host’ country, reflects the logic of a nation-state that tends to 
‘normalize’ refugees by placing them in clearly stated categories, thus viewing them as objects 
rather than subjects (Taylor, 2013: 130). To draw parallels to the present project, it is easy to make 
the same mistake when observing the narratives of two of our interlocutors - Yacoub and Aran - 
who admit that they do not view Denmark as their home. Hence, the reader might assume that the 
Danish society has not been successful in winning the two men’s affection and that they are loyal to 
their place of origin, hence, Denmark is not a place where they might feel at home. However, such 
judgment ignores the individual agency of refugees and disregards (or simplifies) ‘the diversity of 
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the meaning of home, especially for those who have experienced displacement’ (ibid.). For 
instance, to a careful examiner, the analysis of Aran’s regular visits to the sports centre or Yacoub’s 
car trips to the seashore might suggest that these acts are certain homing strategies that the two men 
employ in order to develop a sense of belonging to their current place of residence. 
 
5.4 Objects  
 
Presupposed within this research is the idea that exploring the significance of meaningful objects 
allows to enhance understandings of the experiences of refugees coming to Denmark. The idea is 
based upon the assumption that refugees by the nature of their displacement experience modified 
connections with the physical world of objects. 
 
It is important to firstly acknowledge that“there are no essential features of the entities which 
populate the world, nor any original, final or singular sources of action.” (Chagani, 2014). Objects 
can be defined in different ways, as they can take on different values and purposes in their 
connections to the refugees.  
 
The way objects are conceptualized or understood defines the meaning they take upon current 
experiences. The research conducted by D. W. Winnicott on Transitional Objects and Transitional 
Phenomena - A study of the First Not - Me Possession (1953), offers points of analysis through 
which an object seen as a  “depository of sentiment and cultural knowledge” (Parkin, 1999: 317) be 
studied. This includes the nature of the object, the place or location of the object, the capacity to 
recognize, the type of relationship towards the object and the capacity to think or produce an object 
(Winnicott, 1953: 1). Objects are embedded with symbolism as well as actuality, the fact that in 
many cases they stand for something else (ibid.: 6). 
 
One can think of objects in relation to the person they are associated to as an extension of that 
person’s sense of self and personhood, going beyond the individual physical body. Individuals are 
situated historically, socially and environmentally, and their essence can be said to be found in the 
integration and meaning that things take in relationship to them rather than being fixed and 
decontextualized.  Such value is given to them as objects take the shape of “articles of sentimental 
value which both inscribe and are inscribed by memories of self and personhood” (Parkin, 1999: 
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304). Objects become associated with stories, dreams and feelings through which temporal and 
spatial roots are either maintained or created by setting up “contexts less of use and more of 
selective remembering, forgetting and envisioning” (ibid).  
Moreover, objects are encoded as emblems of culture “encoding continuity between and across the 
generations” (Parkin, 1999: 318) which can re-articulate and re-create social activity by helping to  
 
“construct or reject the myriad of continuities and discontinuities, between the pre-
displacement past, the encamped present and the more remote contemporary worlds beyond 
both the camps and pre exile places of origin and various feared and hoped-for futures”  
- Dudley, 2010: 746 
 
In fact, one can read into an object which new identities a person may try to reach for, as well as 
gain an insight into the character of their resourcefulness and agency.  
Under conditions of displacement, in which individuals are not invested with the people around 
them, as refugees often experience, objects become accessible tools in which a sense of personal 
future and identity is emotionally invested on (Parkin, 1999: 308).  The study of such objects can 
therefore allow to explore feelings of loneliness and seclusion.  
Furthermore, as explained above, places are constituted of traces containing meanings and notions 
of how the world is supposed to be. Such traces take it in their material form the form of objects. 
Objects are not simply important in connection to the possibilities their study entails for the 
undertakings of the self and past of the refugees but also for their capacity in constructing 
familiarity and new senses of home in often in  unfamiliar contexts.  
Moreover, fundamental to understanding the value and meanings that objects have in our 
experience is the way in which we perceive them through our senses, and sensory ethnography 
offers us tools necessary for this endeavor.  
 
5.5 Sensations - Investigating the sensory aspects of refugees’ experience of 
home.  
 
Ethnographer and scholar Sarah Pink proposes the concept of sensory ethnography as a critical 
methodology: as a way of thinking about and doing ethnography by taking as its point of departure 
“the multisensoriality of experience, perception, knowing and practice” (Pink, 2009). In this way, 
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Pink does not reject more traditional ethnographic practices but rather suggests extending the ways 
of acquiring ethnographic knowledge. By ‘multisensoriality’ Pink means the understanding of 
senses (tastes, sounds, bodily sensations, smells and sights) as helpful tools in ethnographic 
research in order to better reveal the embodied experiences of the research participants. 
Additionally, she urges to view these senses as “interconnected and interrelated” (ibid.), instead of 
referring to the different senses as separate categories. 
 
Pink’s approach of sensory ethnography is dual; it takes into account both the multisensoriality of 
people who participate in the research and of the researchers themselves (ibid.). Her proposal of 
ethnography stresses the significance of personal experiences that are used in order to acquire 
academic knowledge. In other words, she urges the ethnographers to describe and explain the ways 
of their experiencing the physical world and  
 
“sharing with others the senses of place they felt as they sought to occupy similar places to 
those of their research participants, and to acknowledge the processes through which their 
sensory knowing has become academic knowledge”  
- Pink, 2009 
 
While the researcher can never fully understand the world as the others experience it, she can 
attempt to learn what others experience, imagine and remember through an embodied, active 
practice – by being there and doing with the others (ibid.). 
 
5.6 Conclusion of the chapter 
We have chosen to conduct our analysis by focusing on the constructions of home regarding the 
meaningful objects, places and sensations in order to enhance the knowledge of the experience of 
the refugees coming to Denmark. Our attention has been directed towards: 1) places as spaces to 
which people have given meaning to and to which the idea/feeling of home can be adhered to; 2) 
our senses, such as tastes, sounds and bodily sensations, as a means to understand the refugees’ 
embodied and active practices and the possible associations that they might have with the notion of 
home; and 3) objects as extensions of the refugees’ self and personhood, which both inscribe and 
are inscribed by memories and narratives which can recreate and rearticulate the socio-cultural 
activity, while examining their contribution to the idea of a foreign place becoming home. The 
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study of the following elements has been produced on the basis of the fieldwork and the interviews 
conducted throughout the research. 
 
6. Analysis 
 
While any of us, who are not refugees, might reflect and contemplate on the concept of home, for 
refugees such considerations are intensified. They are forcibly placed in an extraordinary situation 
and often a sense of urgency is an inevitable part of their everyday existence. These heightened 
senses might contribute to the feeling of exasperation and hopelessness but at the same time they 
can also provide an individual with a sense of gratitude and appreciation, when the things turn in a 
more positive way. The following analysis contains the investigation of the three categories 
expressed in the refugees’ everyday life: objects, places and sensations. It is explored how these 
relates to and constitutes the refugees’ construction of home. 
 
6.1 Objects  
 
The following section will focus on how the study of objects present in the life of refugees coming 
to Denmark (concerning their material and sensory quality) can enhance the understanding of the 
construction of home.  
6.1.2 Objects as mementoes of the past 
 
In Mementoes as transitional objects in human displacement (1999), David Parkin states that 
objects can be seen as “articles of sentimental value which both inscribe and are inscribed by their 
own memories of self and personhood” (Parkin, 1999: 304). Elias has a Mickey and a Minnie 
mouse stuffed toy animals from Syria. He asked his mother to send them to him. They are 
mementoes of his childhood; he says that they are as old as he is.  He keeps them protected not in 
plain sight but placed in the white wardrobe of his room, which can be interpreted as stressing the 
importance they have for him. During the fieldwork, he stressed their importance to him: the stuffed 
animals represent memories from Syria and his childhood giving him a feeling of comfort and 
safety in a new world. Such feelings are also provided by the photo of his father:  
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“We eat a bit and then Elias shows me a picture of his father, standing with a woman in 
front of the American flag. He lives in the USA, he just got his passport, and will maybe 
come and visit Elias, he smiles, and tells me how his father, when they lived in Syria, lived 6 
months in USA, and then 6 Months in Syria. Now he has not seen his father for 1,5 years, 
and it is not possible for him to go to the USA with the residence permit that he has.” 
- Field notes on Elias 
 
Both objects described above are not so much important in terms of their applicability; in fact, Elias 
sets up “contexts less of use and more selective remembering, forgetting and envisioning” (ibid. 
304). The Minnie and Mickey Mouse, as well as the photo are objects inscribed with narrative and 
sentiment through which Elias carries a feeling of homeliness. Such a feeling does not need to be 
tied to a concrete space, but rather to an object while also offering him tools that help him 
envisioning future - a possible visit from his father.  
 
As demonstrated above, objects of the past can help create a feeling of home but they can also be 
involved in home-making practices. David keeps a big plant in his room. The plant is David’s 
favourite item in his room and goes back to his stay in the asylum centre in Avnstrup. We can see 
that even with a very limited set of options, David is engaged in home-making practices, bringing 
the plant all the way from the refugee centre, possibly because it reminded him of the lost home. 
 
6.1.3 Objects as traces of sociocultural identity 
 
“An Assyrian flag is hanging in the center of the wall, on the top of the flag is hanging 
another cross with Jesus on, this one is made of wood and the figure of Jesus is golden. On 
the cross there is hanging a red wooden pearl necklace and a silver cross. On the top left 
side there is a red rose he got from his ex-girlfriend. The flag is in the center of the room 
and takes most of the attention”.  
- Field notes on Elias 
 
There are in Elias’ room a lot of religious and cultural objects. His faith is expressed through 
different crosses displayed around the room. His culture, Assyrian (the culture through which he 
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has been identified with in Syria) is indicated through the flag that constitutes a focal point in his 
room, as well as his preference for Assyrian music. These objects are also important in connection 
with the practice of ‘feeling at home’. Choosing this decoration for his room and the music that he 
chooses to listen can be seen as a process in which Elias engages, that is, bonding two places and 
two moments, in this way creating a continuity between the past and the present. As Dudley 
explains, “culture is created and perpetuated not only in person-person relations and the sociality 
of life but also in the relationships between people and things” (Dudley, 2010: 747).  In this case, 
these different objects can be seen as tools through which he re-creates and re-articulates his socio-
cultural identity. It is from these objects that he creates narratives about his past life and expresses 
nationalistic feelings. They represent ways in which the continuity of his home culture can be 
assured but also remarkers of his identity. 
 
In a different way Aran engages in a similar practice. Aran rejects tasting Ahmed’s (who originates 
from Syria) homemade flat-bread manakish, since he does not associate himself with the 
background that Ahmed represents. In creating a distinction between his culture represented by an 
object: the bread,  he also makes a ‘statement of self-identity’ (Pink, 2004: 67) that is based on the 
resistance of other practices that he does not approve of.  
 
6.1.1 Objects as tools of continuity with the past  
 
“Yacoub sits beside me playing on the ipad with his son. He opens his bag, which is full of 
electronic objects” 
- Field notes on Yacoub 
 
Yacoub loves electronic objects, in Syria he worked in an electronics shop. Currently,  he maintains 
a connection with this aspect of his past life by carrying different electronic objects around in his 
backpack. As expressed by Dudley: 
 
“repeated and active engagement in the present with objects and actions of the past, are in 
a refugee setting particularly powerful and dynamic in forming and re-forming connections 
with pre-exile past”  
- Dudley, 2010: 742 
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Electronic objects make him feel comfortable and represent something through which he connects 
with his past home in Syria. When opening the bag, he creates a feeling of home through the 
repetition of patterns making the unknown known (Winther, 2006: 189) while maintaining a sense 
of continuity with the past. Electronic objects are objects he can use to identify himself with the 
unfamiliar place he finds himself in. Moreover, when carrying electronic objects around with him in 
his backpack, he has the possibility of taking them up to places where he does not feel at home. It 
can be said that Yacoub, through this action engages in performing tactics to ‘home’ his 
surrounding. 
 
All our informants own a smartphone, they use it to keep in touch and communicate with friends 
and family living outside of Denmark. The informants have installed a big amount of 
communication apps, such as: Viber, Whatsapp, Tango, Skype, etc. They continue their relations 
with their family and friends through the use of these apps. In fact, as Dudley explains: 
 
“rather than displacement and their culturally constituted personal and communal histories 
and ways of seeing the world […] refugees work hard and creatively to maintain  sense of 
continuity with the past, with ‘home’”  
- Dudley, 2010: 746 
 
With the smartphones they can communicate with direct videos, pictures, voice messages and also 
ordinary phone calls and text messages. The object becomes a way for the refugees to maintain a 
sense of ‘home’ and familiarity through the re-construction of social bonds, which help refugees to 
transform emotionally the unfamiliar into the familiar.  
 
Alan uses the internet as well as his TV set at his present home to watch the TV programmes from 
Syria and some old Syrian movies: “I can sit home all day and watch movies, like in the old days.” 
For Alan, the activity of watching the television serves as a means to bridge the gap between the 
different places of existence - the past and the present. The television and the Internet are networks 
(or objects) that serve to connect the notion of the past home to the ‘physical realities’ (Collins, 
2009: 839) of the present home. In other words, these technologies serve to bring the sense of home 
- both the specific accounts of his home and family lives, as well as a more general account of a 
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Syrian home to Copenhagen, Denmark. According to Collins, technologies like these “provide the 
means by which to shrink the distance from ‘here’ and ‘home’.” (ibid.: 856).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aran preparing kebab 
 
Aran also performs certain activities “as a means of structuring daily life and coping with the 
cultural and personal stresses triggered by displacement.” (Dudley, 2010: 748). One of such 
activities is making food (kebab) on Sundays on his own or with his friends. It almost seems like a 
Sunday ritual for him when he explains, “you have to come on Sunday, I will make kebaaaaaab!”. 
He places an extra pressure when pronouncing the word ‘kebab’, as if wanting to make his guests 
realize the full impact of what he is offering. It is something of extreme importance, the most 
valuable thing he can offer, and he almost seems disappointed when his words do not seem to have 
the intended charge. This specific dish that reminds him of food that is eaten back home can be said 
to contribute to the memories of the ‘pre-exile past’ (ibid.) and partly adds to the feeling of 
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nostalgia. However, it also seems fundamental to maintaining the continuity with the past. By 
perpetuating this Sunday ritual, Aran is able not only to remember but also to continue this practice. 
Apart from the activity itself (making kebab), the sensory experience of eating is essential. The taste 
of kebab makes Aran not only satiate his hunger but also to connect the present with the past. The 
act of seeing food, tasting it and sharing this experience with the others (Aran’s friends) explains 
the sensory setting that almost becomes a “metaphor for an alienated past in an incomplete 
present” (ibid.). Interestingly, in this case, preparing food and eating it can be said to convey a dual 
feeling: it both ensures remembering the past and the continuity with it, as well as a rupture with the 
experiences from back home (that are not available to Aran anymore but that he attempts to 
substitute, potentially realizing that the original authenticity cannot be regained).  
 
Much like Aran and the kebab David engages in home making practices. A meaningful practice that 
David continues doing at his present home is smoking shisha (water pipe) with a few of the other 
refugees he is currently living with. Through this activity, David remembers and continues the 
practice of constructing home, through the use of an object: the water pipe.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aran’s cow 
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Similarly, an object that reminds Aran of his home in the context of pre-displacement past is a 
figure of a cow that he has discovered in a park he passes by daily. Aran explains that it is his cow, 
his cow from Iran, and that he says hi to it everyday. 
The cow is a part of Aran’s memory, and by referring to the cow as his cow from Iran, he has 
somehow brought the idea of the object that is important to him from home in Iran to his new home 
in Denmark. It can be said to serve as the strategy or tactics to tie the idea of home to Denmark, to 
feel home and to identify himself with the place. The cow is a part of constructing his self-identity 
and in that sense he can more easily navigate in the space as it feels more like his home. The cow in 
this sense embodies something that Aran considers significant and becomes a powerful sign of his 
socio-cultural experience. 
 
6.1.5 Object as sources of autonomy  
 
In Mementoes as transitional objects in human displacement (1999), David Parkin states: 
 
“Refugees whether living in camps or among the local populations to which they have 
migrated, recreate viable societies to the extent that they are allowed to do so by the 
authorities and the availability of recourses”  
- Parkin, 1999: 304 
 
Our interlocutors are placed in a new space, one which they are not familiar with and their ability of 
transforming their situation and creating a feeling of home is mediated by the tools and resources 
made available to them. The routines of their daily lives are modified, they express that they do not 
know where to fix certain stuff, buy stuff they need or find their way. In this context and through 
the use of the Internet, maps and travel plans, their smartphones become a tool to navigate the 
unfamiliar context and space. If ‘home’ is understood as a way of perceiving the domestic realm, 
then to feel at home requires a feeling of control over it, of our daily routine. Smartphones allow 
refugees to get a sense of control and autonomy as they are able to navigate and take agency of the 
spaces surrounding them.  
 
It is enough to observe Aran for a short while on a treadmill to understand that he has been a 
member of the sports centre for quite a while. He starts off with a high-intensity cardio training and 
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keeps it for twenty minutes before changing the slightly abused treadmill for a strength training 
with weights. Small tears of sweat shine on his forehead when he straddles the pull-back machine, 
piles up the weights to 75 kilos and begins to pull back the bars. After six-seven repetitions his 
breath becomes heavy, after nine-ten he starts grunting and the last two pull-backs he does with his 
teeth clenched and distorted facial expression. Even though the exercises that Aran performs quite 
visibly push his endurance almost to the edge, he obviously takes a pleasure in doing these activities 
and, when he has a chance, directs his gaze at the big mirror on the wall, to assess his technique and 
possibly slightly revealing in his fit body. The physical activities that Aran performs two-three 
hours every day seem to serve as a project for his own self-development. Project that is possible 
thanks to how he experiences and senses different objects present at the gym. The sense involve in 
this bodily experience connected to object are visual by overseeing his image in the mirror, 
olfactory through the smell of the gym equipment, gustatory in the consumption of consummation 
of protein drinks and snack bars, auditory because of the sounds of physical exertion coming from 
the other gym members mixing with the current pop-music coming from the speakers and tactile by 
means of the sensation of gripping and holding the weights. As Sandra Dudley explains, “feeling 
even an active involvement in and control enhances refugees’ views of their own position and 
degree of autonomy” (Dudley, 2010: 749).  The attitude taken by Aran in they gym supports this 
view. This example visualizes how Aran takes ownership of an object and thanks to it of a space. 
Aran enhances his sense of control over his own position, which contributes to his sense of 
autonomy in the period of displacement. He gets involved in tactics of domestication of an 
unfamiliar territory by engaging in activities in order to create the feeling of home.  
  
 
6.1.5 Objects as social markers  
 
“Why I wait for this 5 years? I’m not only thinking about this one, I’m thinking about the 
whole system, why you have to wait so long for one thing, before I was thinking that maybe 
after 5 year I would be happy, positive about everything, but now I don’t have energy, but 
now I don’t understand, for 5 year I was thinking about killing myself”.  
- Field notes on Aran 
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In the quote mentioned above, Aran refers to his resident permit what seems as a small and 
insignificant seeming card but it has a greater importance to him as it represents his entire situation 
and a lot of emotions are attached to it. In the quote mentioned above, Quad refers to his resident 
permit what seems as an small and insignificant seeming card but it has a greater importance to him 
as it represents his entire situation. This documentation represents the basis for his continuous stay 
in Denmark. In Extremities and Regularities: Regulatory Regimes and the Spectacle of Immigration 
Enforcement (2015), Nicholas de Genova understands citizenship as never completely disarticulated 
from its configuration as a juridical status. In the case of migrants or refugees, citizenship tends to 
be connected to their identity and ideas of belonging. Moreover, citizenship has the ambiguous and 
fleeting quality of a shadow (Genova, 2015: 12), a shadow that hunts refugees. Aran expresses how 
waiting five years for his residence paper chased him to the point of suicidal thoughts. It is an object 
that not only represents a part of his social and cultural identity (his migratory status) but which can 
also be related to how he experiences being in Denmark. Moreover, it can also represents ways in 
which others look at him, as they are tools through which they can be identify because of their 
juridical nature.  
  
6.1.4 Objects as symbols of sociality 
 
It seems that Aran has a special relationship with the mirrors not only in the gym but also at his 
rather tiny dwelling place, where he has three of them (two big ones and one smaller). The illusion 
Aran receives when looking in the mirror, creates an atmosphere of friendliness and possibly also 
safety.  This imaginary sensation, based on his visual self, reflected in the mirror, indicates that the 
idea of home for him is connected with the presence of caring, well-meaning people. As he 
expresses during his interview:  
 
“L: You have a lot of stuff here, what is the most important thing you have? 
A: My mirror. 
L: Your mirror why? 
A: Because sometimes, when I can see my own reflexion, it’s like there is a person sitting 
here with me. Like I have a friend in my room.”  
- Aran interview 
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Important to the creation of  a feeling of home is the construction of social bonds. Feeling home can 
be associated to other people but as Parkin expresses: 
 
“When condition are such that one’s personhood cannot be vested emotionally in the trust of 
people around one […] it is open to that individual to inscribe their sense of a personal 
future and identity in whatever remains to hand of impersonal physical, mental and bodily: 
to invest emotionally, in other words, in accessible objects”   
- Parkin, 1999: 308 
 
Aran uses an object which is accessible to him, the mirror,  in order to infuse his present condition 
with a sense of sociality. Not being able or allow to connect with the people around him, he 
becomes emotionally invested to the object. Moreover, how he perceives such object can enhance 
our understanding into how does he feels as a refugee in Denmark. Solitude and seclusion are 
involved the refugees’ experience and into how they construct a feeling of home. This notion is 
further confirmed when he is asked whether his dream home would be an apartment or a house, to 
which he answers that he has come to a realization that if only his family were there, he could even 
live in a park. Hence, for Aran the feeling of home is not static, rather it is mobile and dynamic, 
since he suggests that he might be able to feel at home in a park, if only his family would be there 
with him.  
 
6.2. Place  
The following section investigates places in relation to the interlocutors’ locales (Andersen, 2010: 
39). The focus will thereby lie on exploring the traces (material and non-material), which shape the 
locale from which their daily interactions happen. As places work as a way of belonging, it is 
interesting to look at how the interlocutors interact with the places that seem meaningful to them.  
 
6.2.1 The influence of the past in the construction of home  
 
Home is a place where people feel attachments and experience as a centre of meaning (Cresswell, 
2013: 24).  The physical place that our interlocutors live at currently is often not thought of them as 
their real home.  Instead they connect the meaning of ‘real’ home to the place they left or to places 
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other that the location in which they have been placed or live. Some of our interlocutors stress this 
directly. As Elias expresses when asked about home: 
 
“I: hmm, what do you think when you listen to that word? 
E: I think.. my home is very nice. 
I: this home? 
E: no in my native country.. this home.. I will not call this for a home 
I: this is not home.. Here? 
E: no.. this is just an apartment.” 
- Field notes on Elias 
 
Clearly Elias does not consider his house in Denmark as being his real home. The student’s 
apartment where he lives seems like only a location to him. He later compares it to a hotel, a place 
connoted to being a visitor, not owning or controlling the place as your own. He explains that, in 
contrary to his home in Syria, this home lacks a lot of important things, such as a television, chairs 
and a table.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Elias’ Assyrian flag 
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To Elias, possessing certain material objects, is seen as a key to make to make this space his own, 
his home. Nonetheless, Elias maintains a connection to what he refers as his home, his native 
country through the objects that decorate his room. Elias’ home is decorated with an Assyrian flag, 
which can be seen as a way of showing his Assyrian identity and manifest it in the room. As 
mentioned before these objects served as examples of how his life contains parts and a continuation 
of his life in Syria. These material things together with his emotions, feelings about his home as not 
his own, his family and his desire to go to Sweden lay the ground for his everyday routines and 
practices. These all constitute the locale of Elias’ home (Anderson, 2010: 39).  
The first impression that we get of Aran and his relation to his current home is that he does not view 
it as home and that he does not particularly enjoy being there. It can be argued that it is because 
most of the everyday processes, activities and objects that shaped his daily life in Iran, the place of 
his origin, are not possible in Denmark (for instance, his occupation as a sheep shepherd at his 
father’s farm, his marriage that has now ended, the relationship with his son that lives in Iran). 
Traces of the past are still part of and influence on the traces made in the present (Anderson, 2010: 
47). Some of the interlocutors, especially the Syrians connect a lot of memories from their country 
of origin to the place they live now, as well as they still describe it using the concept of  ‘home’, as 
the following statement made by Malik shows: “Syria will always be my home”. 
In a similar way, when Elias was asked whether he wants to live in Denmark forever, his answer 
was ‘no’: 
 
“I: in´sha´Allah.. now I want to ask if you want to live in Denmark forever.. but you don’t 
want to.. 
E: I don’t want to.. 
I: you will rather live in Sweden or do you want to live in Syria? 
E: in Syria again? No.. because of war.. a lot war but Sweden is really good.. I have a big 
family, not small family but big family.. I want to live with family.. here I live alone.. always 
alone.. alone alone alone..” 
- Field notes on Elias 
 
Elias realises that the Syria he once knew as home has changed due to the war, which makes it 
unrealistic to go back. Traces and thereby places are constantly changing (Anderson, 2010: 8), 
which also changes the nature of the former connection and emotional attachment to the place 
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which has changed. Although the places in Syria change due to the war, traces of the past 
experienced by the interlocutors do not necessarily leave them (Anderson, 2010: 47).  
 
6.2.2 The influences of location in constructions of home 
Location seems to matter in the context of place as home. David tells that he likes to look at the 
streets and the landscape in Holte and that he often goes to the lake to look at the boats. David lives 
in a big house, which the observer describes as a castle - at least from the outside. Inside the 
building is worn and the paint is falling off the walls in bits. David explains that the building is 
owned by the commune and that is was earlier used for mental sick people. Now, the house has 20 
rooms in where young, single men and one family with residence permission live. The house is 
located on a street in Holte filled with expensive houses. They are nice for David to look at but they 
make him aware of his own position, as they are a big contrast to the live he lives inside the walls of 
the ‘castle’:  
 
“Why do they place me here? Between all these big villas, and expensive cars. It is 
all rich people living here, it’s like they are laughing of me.”  
- Field notes on David 
 
The location of his home seems to underline the difference between David (and the other refugees 
living in the ‘castle’) and the feeling and identity that Holte connotes: rich people, nice cars and big 
houses. David does not feel like a part of the ‘us’ in Holte, instead the place makes him feel like an 
‘other’ as it distinguishes him from the norm in that particular street of Holte (Anderson, 2010: 46).  
 
6.2.3 Defining one’s place: Bordering processes in the creation of home 
 
Our interlocutors engage in different (b)ordering processes and strategies while using specific 
object as traces through which they attempt define the places that form they daily life and create a 
feeling of home in Denmark.  
 
“A: No this is not home. 
L: Can you tell me why? 
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A: Because, for example, if I brush my teeth I don’t know if I should do it in the bathroom or 
in the home (Shared bathroom, when he say home he means his room), or the shampoo; I 
don’t know if I should put it in the home (his room, 6 square meters) or in the shower. 
Everything is here, eating, shampoo, everything sleeping, shampoo.“  
- Field notes on Aran 
 
Aran does not define the place where he resides as home due to the fact that he does not know 
where to put his things. It becomes clear how objects and where they can be located alter the way 
his emotions are, connected to the place. His room is very small, and a large part of it is occupied 
by the two beds, one of which he cannot bring himself to get rid of. Aran feels the need to define his 
own place but cannot do it because of the conditions under which he lives. Aran references the 
senses of smell, texture and vision suggesting the disruption in his idea of home. For instance, he 
complains about the odour of smoke in the hallway that unwelcomely enters his room. It is also 
significant to point out that Aran mentions smoking as belonging outdoors and not indoors, thus, his 
housemates, trespass the ‘boundary between street and home’ (Pink, 2004: 75), which makes it 
problematic for Aran to consider his home homely. He has to keep the doors to his room closed, 
since that is the only way to protect his privacy, but that is also something that furthers the stale air 
that overwhelms Aran’s visitors when they enter his small room.  
 
Nevertheless, they are ways in which he defines the place as his own. The name tag on Aran’s door 
(even though he did not put it there himself) works as a (b)ordering process by which the place is 
defined and in his control (Anderson, 2010: 51).  
 
In the door to Elias’ apartment there is  a big cross on it, which is the first thing you see and thereby 
the first thing that defines the home of Elias to others. This cross can be seen as a way of defining 
the place one is now about to enter. They represent his faith, a specific lifestyle and identity, which 
Elias chooses to show and connect to his place.  
 
Elias engages, as well, in home-making and bordering strategies by making rules in his house, and 
thereby defines the place as his own; people are not aloud to smoke hash in his apartment and they 
can only wear shoes if they are clean.  In order to try and define his place, Aran uses specific traces 
to exclude the other men who live in the same place as him and with whom he shares the kitchen 
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and the bathroom, thereby creates a ‘my place’/’your place’ relationship between the ones living 
together under the same roof but in different rooms.  
Thus, these specific traces (the cross and the name tag) are used in way of claiming ownership of 
the places as theirs. Such processes reveal a somewhat paradoxical relation the interlocutor have to 
these places. Even though their statements about what they consider to be  home tell us that it is not 
where they are living at the moment, the need to claim ownership is still present and by doing so 
create trace-chains.   
Trace-chains refer to the fact that places are ongoing mixes of traces, which are both local and non-
local (Anderson, 2010: 47). Thus, places are connected while being unique as no place will ever be 
the same as another (ibid.) This might help to shed light on the fact that, while the majority of our 
interlocutors do not perceive the home here in Denmark as their real home, they still interact with 
the place, memories and the people connected to it, leaving traces and engaging in (b)ordering 
processes to try to create a feeling of home. It is not either-or but both.  
 
6.2.4 Making home in different places: place polygamy and aesthetic experiences  
 
Refugees can be considered to exhibit a sense of place polygamy, a sense of belonging to multiple 
places (Beck in Cheng, 2005: 141). In order to create a feeling in home, the interlocutors in our 
research create an attachment to several place at once. Not only they are linked to their place of 
origin, and their houses in the place of residence but they also become actively and emotionally 
invested with other places which allowed them to create a feeling of home in Denmark.  
 
For David, Trampoline House, a meeting place for asylum seekers and activists providing the help 
of assistance located in Nordvest, Copenhagen is a place where he feels at home: “Every Friday, if I 
am not at Trampoline House, I have lost something”. 
 
By reminiscing and re-imagining the past events, David’s body embodies and repeats the traumatic 
experiences through these signs of physical disturbance. It can be felt that David has certain 
difficulties processing his own experiences, not only the ones that go further back to his pre-
displacement life in Afghanistan, but also the ones going back to his stay in the refugee centre. 
After the miserable and dreary period in the centre, where the living conditions and restrictions 
made David’s life bleak:”life should be like a sunshine, for me it was just black.”  
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Before David was introduced to the Trampoline House, he felt isolated in the community he was 
living in:  
 
“In the camp, I was never social, if people knocked my door I would not answer, I just 
layed on my bed, or broke stuff in the camp. There was always broken windows, and 
they came to fix it, but I broke them again.  I didn’t like people at that time.  
- Field notes on David 
 
When David arrived to the asylum camp,  he did not talk with the people around him. As this 
quotation insinuates, David explains how Trampoline House has changed his behaviour against 
people and helped him to leave his home.  
 
“A little bit day by day by day I am better. Before the Trampoline house I was home 
every day. For example, he is knocking at the door and I say, come in. Before all my 
friends from asylum centre, I am not talking to people because if I am talking I feel so 
hitted. I am like, my heart is also like (sound imitating the intense beating of his heart) 
(...) and I am so stressful, so stressed.. but Trampoline house better day by day, I love 
Trampoline house…” 
Interview with David 
 
The most meaningful activity for David to be able to endure the existence in displacement and 
slowly attempt to make home anew in foreign circumstances is the possibility to attend Trampoline 
House. It is clear that David feels an attachment to the place as it has helped him become more 
outgoing and social. Trampoline House is a place he knows In Trampoline House, David feels like 
he is a part of a community, he knows the people there, and there are people who have had similar 
experience to his. The traces in the house is something he can identify with, this made him open up 
to a social interaction. He treasures the possibility to be able to visit and take part in the activities of 
the Trampoline House. By engaging in different activities, David takes agency and engages with his 
surrounding creating a feeling of belonging and of ‘home’. As explained by Cresswell, “Home is 
where you can be yourself”. Trampoline House has become a place where he can be himself.  
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In a similar way as David feels in Trampoline House does Alan in the hair saloon. Alan feels 
comfortable when he enters the salon. For Alan this is a place where he feels home and where he 
understands the norms and can be a part of them. Here is an example of how Alan interact with 
some acquaintances he knows in the hair salon. he quotation describes a typical (every)day for 
Alan:  
 
“We arrive at the hair salon.  Inside there are two men cutting the hair of two 
customers, they are focused when they greet us: Marhaban Shlonik (Hello, how are 
you). Tamam Alan, Alan answers and falls down in the couch. (...) No one is talking in 
the saloon just the sounds of scissors and shaving machines.  Alan takes a 
Metroxpress newspaper from the table, and puts up his feet on the table, leans back in 
the couch and finds the pages with Sudoku.  He tells me that he comes to the salon 
every day. 
- Field notes on Malik 
 
His body language reveals the feelings connected to a place and the place has a certain significance 
to him related to his background which made him feel home like in Syria. A place is where you can 
be yourself, after having walked with the observer during the day. His falling down in the sofa 
implied that he can relax, now he can be himself. The Arabic language is something he identifies 
with as he is Arabic. The salon has a lot of elements, which he can identify himself, such as: men, 
Arabic and a share province as these men come from his birth city Al Hasakeh. The hair salon gives 
Alan the feeling of home.   
 
In a similar way as David feels in Trampoline House does Alan in the hair saloon. Alan feels 
comfortable when he enters the salon. For Alan this is a place where he feels home and where he 
understands the norms and can be a part of them. Here is an example of how Alan interact with 
some acquaintances he knows in the hair salon. he quotation describes a typical (every)day for 
Alan: 
“We arrive at the hair salon.  Inside there are two men cutting the hair of two 
customers, they are focused when they greet us: Marhaban Shlonik (Hello, how are 
you). Tamam Alan, Alan answers and falls down in the couch. (...) No one is talking in 
the saloon just the sounds of scissors and shaving machines.  Alan takes a 
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MetroXpress newspaper from the table, and puts up his feet on the table, leans back in 
the couch and finds the pages with Sudoku.  He tells me that he comes to the salon 
every day.” 
- Field notes on Malik 
 
His body language reveals the feelings connected to a place and the place has a certain significance 
to him related to his background which made him feel home like in Syria. A place is where you can 
be yourself, after having walked with the observer during the day. His falling down in the sofa 
implied that he can relax, now he can be himself. The Arabic language is something he identifies 
with as he is Arabic. The salon has a lot of elements, which he can identify himself, such as: men, 
Arabic and a share province as these men come from his birth city Al Hasakeh. The hair salon gives 
Alan the feeling of home.   
A particular sensory involvement concerned with the interlocutors construction of home in exile is 
connected with their attention to the ‘aesthetic experience’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1981: 176). In the 
everyday life, speaking of the aesthetic often implies a slightly more sophisticated context, which, 
at the first sight, is not quite common to the everyday activities. We would like to argue that for 
several of our interlocutors this aesthetic element serves to manifest a vital aspect of the way that 
they relate to the environment that they inhabit: “I feel happiest when I walk in the garden (hadiqa). 
I like that the most”. 
Some of Elias’ daily ventures can be said to contain an aesthetic element that not only appeals to 
the senses of the experiencer but also helps to create new experiences that might further the 
construction of the feeling of home. To Elias, for instance, his regular visits to an specific 
place,  the garden that is located nearby his current home is of a special importance, serving as a 
get-away from the hustle of everyday life.  
 
Similarly, Yacoub is frequently visiting the harbour in order to watch the boats drifting by - a 
sensory aesthetic experience that allows him to contemplate his sadness, deep as the waters, which 
open up to his view from the coastline: “I go here when I’m sad and watch the boats. I just sit here 
for hours and watch the boats”. Even though Yacoub processes the loss of home and the possible 
longing of the pre-displacement past, certain elements of the present - the coastline and the boats - 
catch his awareness and he seems to find a relief in observing these elements. Possibly, he is able to 
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regain a certain sense of self by being able to interact with the visual elements of the environment 
and to create a new sense of belonging. Interestingly, Yacoub places more trust in the landscape of 
the harbour (that is constant and relatively unchanging) rather than the people that he has met on the 
Danish ground. Soon after describing his feelings regarding to his frequent visits to the coastline, he 
mentions his mistrust in people that he has met in Denmark:  
 
“Here you miss people you trust. Like if I need an advice, I can get it from people but 
they, they don’t care about me, so, they don’t put much thought into the advice. If I 
want to buy a car, my friends here will just say; ‘yeah, buy the car’, but my family or 
a real friend would give me a real advice, like saying, that car is expensive - maybe 
you should take care of your money. In this way they would give me a real advice.” 
- Field notes on Yacoub 
 
 
7. Conclusions 
 
Having completed the analysis of the five refugee men, it can be concluded that the feeling of home 
(or the creation of the feeling of home) is achieved in the following ways: 1) by creating a 
continuity between the past and the present that make the present more bearable and familiar 
(objects that the refugees can recognize from their past, such as Aran’s cow; mementoes that the 
refugees have transported from their home countries, for instance, Elias’ scarf; or everyday 
activities, such as cooking or smoking shisha); 2) by creating new practices that help constructing a 
feeling of home in new, foreign circumstances (in the context of displacement), such as aesthetic 
experience that our interlocutors gain from being in close proximity with nature (which can be 
described as ‘sensorial landscapes’ (Dudley, 2010: 749) that might make an individual feel more at 
home and that can be experienced through one’s vision, hearing, touch and smell); 3) by resisting 
other practices of constructing home (Aran’s rejection to taste others’ food or to listen to music that 
is significant to someone he disapproves of); 4) by pursuing a project of self-development and 
autonomy under the circumstances of not being able to express this creativity in the home-making 
activities. Having analysed all these practices, we have come to a conclusion that the feeling of 
home is mobile and dynamic (Winther, 2006; Winther 2010) and not static. Even though the 
refugees identify their place of origin (Syria, Afghanistan, and Iran) as their ‘home’, they are not 
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inclined to return back there under the conditions of war, since the notion of home (in these 
countries) paradoxically is connected with the concept of unsafety. Instead, new constructions of 
home take place in the conditions of displacement, which never can achieve a genuine continuity 
with their past, but which, nevertheless, can become more like home through different ‘material and 
sensory ways’ (Pink, 2009). In other words, through the interactivity between objects and people, as 
well as between places and people, it is possible to constructively engage in the attempts of 
producing a feeling of being at home, which in the refugee context, ‘where the past is spatially as 
well as temporally disconnected from the present’ (Dudley, 2010: 752) is especially meaningful and 
important.  
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